English!  Brought to You Today by the Milk Marketing Board: 

A TDSB Move To Open the Advertising Door to Toronto Students

Dudley Paul


In a deft procedural move, progressive trustees at the TDSB voted on March 9 not to “receive” a report recommending that a local firm provide monitors for local high schools in return for advertising rights. Had the Board actually “received” the report, it would, in effect, have given the go ahead – without a vote – for TDSB staff to make a major change in school culture by introducing advertising to a much greater degree than ever before. Yes, we have a bit of advertising on soft drink machines, on garbage receptacles rusting outside and, indeed, those of us of a certain age can remember maps of Canada brought to you by the Neilson Chocolate Company. But this would different, with about 30% of on-air time devoted marketing.

A stronger corporate voice


Staff and trustees in favour of a stronger corporate voice in schools plan to return with a reworked proposal, so expect a round two on this issue.


Maybe the impetus for all of this comes from the notion that this Board just can’t be corporate enough. 


The corporate push is clear through ventures like the newly announced partnership with the Rotman School of Finance. The plan has Rotman running courses next year in the newly renamed Bathurst CI – now JC Polanyi CI.  The Board administration portentously claims that his initiative “…marks the first transfer of concepts from the world of business education to the public school system”. 


Alongside such ventures, corporate accountability is touted through efforts to quantify learning across grades with literacy testing several times a year (monitored by school staff and superintendents) with scores pasted up on literacy results walls. 


EQAO testing in grade 3, 6 and 9, of course, ensures that longer-term business plans for students are met in Mathematics and Literacy. These tests police hundreds of fragmented “expectations” that turn learning into skill acquisition in order to prepare student to compete in a globalized world. 

 
Schools now have online School Improvement Plans. Standardized reports have been with us for years. Teachers are evaluated with an online form using standardized criteria to keep principals from exercising anything as difficult to measure as judgement. Schools must, like corporations, be standardized and results-oriented and those results must measurable to be relevant. 

Information technology and the corporate spin


Much of this corporate view of education depends on Information Technology (IT) – wireless classrooms, ready access to computers by everyone.  Maybe in that light the current IT fetish makes sense – including the need to crank up monitors in the hallways to keep students informed of the latest details of school life. In a school board that looks to sell schools to pay its expenses, it's a bit strange to see that white boards or an announcement over a crackly PA system just won’t do. Board officials appear desperate in their need for this fancy new equipment – a continuation of their understanding of the business model of education.


But since the Board is in rough financial shape, it's tougher to sell such fancy and largely irrelevant IT equipment to beleaguered trustees. 


The solution, of course, is to get such IT to pay for itself. 


Along comes a company like One Stop Media that promises to pay all related costs for putting 4 video monitors in each of 70 schools across the Board and connecting them all through a network shared by the TTC and universities. One Stop Media installs digital message boards in stores, malls and TTC stations providing, as it says “infotainment” while “promoting loyalty programs, new services and other messages.” According to a recent report to the Administration, Accountability and Finance Committee, this installation agreement would be for 7 years with an option for another three.


This venture surfaced a year ago when Trustee Chris Bolton, introduced it as a pilot project in four of his downtown secondary schools, Heydon Park, Central Tech, Harbord and Central Commerce. Director of Education Chris Spence praised the partnership with One Stop Media as a chance for students to be involved in making the messages that go out to their school – presumably by putting together programs featured on the monitors throughout the schools. 


Trustee Bolton argues this is a good deal for the TDSB because it lets students and staff  have a “voice” as they communicate with their counterparts at the schools connected to the system. He says that the network provides for a safe schools voice so that department can make sure kids know about snow days and other dangers – though again, the PA system is probably a better bet for that sort of communication. And he adds that the “corporate voice” may now also given a place. 


The corporate voice has a lot to say. Not only is this network free, but the Board report says participating schools could make 5 to 15 per cent of revenue from the advertising One Stop Media plans to post on the screens, something that could amount to $100 000 per year. 


And there’s the hitch – ad revenues. Should schools be advertising to students who are required to attend school– who make up a captive market? Is there no place kids can be free of the shill? Well, the Board says it’s only going to allow good advertisers to advertise – so-called non-commercial ones like the Milk Marketing Board, governments and colleges and universities. Since there are no Board rules on what is suitable in advertising and what is not, the Business Development department will make that call.

That it is good business to advertise to students is nothing new. Back in the 1990’s, Youth News Network offered to provide Canadian high schools with TVs and VCRs  (yes it was the ‘90’s) in return for the right to have students watch a 12 and a half minute network-prepared news broadcast, during which time students would also watch two and a half minutes of commercials. Even then, in the depths of the Mike Harris years with the education budget cut by around $2 billion, the allure of a few extra dollars was just not enough to overcome opposition to advertising in a place where students are supposed to be learning and the proposal was canned.


Trustee Michael Coteau says he is not opposed to corporate partnerships, but draws the line at posting ads in message boards in schools. As far as he’s concerned schools have no business telling families which goods they should be purchasing. Admitting that the TDSB is strapped for cash he argues: “…we shouldn’t have to go to advertising to pay for schools. We wouldn’t be having this conversation if the province was paying properly for education.”


Coteau is right about that. Promised years ago, the provincial government still has not produced a funding formula that reflects the needs of students across the province, preferring to seed dollars here and there where it suits the Liberal agenda. The comparatively paltry “up to $100,000” return for letting One Stop Media advertise in schools wasn’t going to change much – even if it wasn’t a completely wrongheaded idea.


Why is it a bad idea? Think for a moment about who constitutes a so-called “non-commercial advertiser”? The Milk Marketing Board, one example offered, is as commercial as its name suggests, says Trustee Chris Glover. What if McDonalds or Burger King decides to promote a healthy diet curriculum, corporate logos pasted everywhere? Are these non-commercial? TD Bank for example might want to help kids make better financial choices  - particularly related to developing some kind of corporate loyalty. So are they in? Will Chapters/Indigo admonish kids to improve their reading as it supports the Israeli Defense forces through its “lone soldier” foundation? 


Is the Board truly prepared to vet all possible ads to be run on One Stop Media digital signboards? 


As Glover points out, the idea of advertising in schools represents a very slippery slope. Schools could become increasingly dependent on the ad revenue, as the province decides schools don’t need quite so much money any more, since they can raise it on their own. Let’s not forget the cries of government poverty echoing everywhere. It also draws boards closer to a corporate way of thinking, like the approach taught at the Rotman School of Finance. They say you do what you need to meet your business plan. If you need money, advertising brings in money – so advertising must be okay. If it’s good that students learn how to better solve problems so they can make greater contributions to a world increasingly dominated by corporate thinking, why not use schools to solidify corporate loyalty? 

Another Shot at Trustee Responsibility


What’s just as insidious as the idea of advertising to kids is the way this issue has been handled. As noted at the beginning, Board administration recommended trustees “receive” the report that advocates for One Stop Media. That doesn’t seem like much to ask except for the detail that “receive” actually means: let Board administration do what it wants. By receiving this or any other report (including its recommendations to allow One Stop Media to advertise in schools), the Board simply lets its executives go ahead and do as they see fit. There is no recorded vote, and thus individual trustees can avoid any flack they might get from supporting this. In this case, we could have seen – and might still see – a significant step taken toward commercializing schools. Yet no one needs to know who supports it.


So much for school board governance.


Schools have no business advertising to kids. It damages the trust between educators who are supposed to be looking out for kids’ best interests and students who will grow more cynical about their school as just another organization that wants to sell them something. In that truth and accuracy are two qualities not generally prominent in advertising, it puts schools in the position of misleading students. And it doesn’t make it any less wrong, that kids are already immersed in a sea of consumerism driven by nonsensical messages to swim harder.


Strapped as it is for dollars, the TDSB is not so desperate that it should trade trust for cash. The only possible benefit of the advertising on monitors throughout the school perhaps is that there will be a ready supply of material for media literacy teachers to critique with their kids.

